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ABSTRACT
The actions surrounding the display of images and artefacts in museums – 
 collection, conservation, research and exhibition – are bound up with how the 
past is presented and remembered. These conditions and decisions relating to 
exhibitions are largely invisible to viewers who are confronted with the  apparent 
completeness of an exhibition display. By conducting a historical and visual analy-
sis of the bloodstained vest of political leader James Connolly, this  article uncovers 
how this artefact has become a relic of historical violence due to the way in which 
particular aspects of its configuration, form and trajectory have been manipu-
lated in order to elicit powerful emotional responses from the  exhibition’s viewers.
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James Connolly’s 
vest marked with 
a bloodstain from 
one of the wounds 
he received during 
the 1916 Rising. 
This image is 
reproduced with 
the kind permission 
of the National 
Museum of Ireland 
(HE:EWL.292.2).
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ENDNOTES
1  The shirt has been on display in the ‘Soldiers and Chiefs’ exhibition at the NMI 
since 2006 and was featured in the History of Ireland in 100 Objects initiative which began as 
a column in The Irish Times by Fintan O’ Toole and culminated in an illustrated book, website 
and series of stamps. This collection of one hundred objects was selected to illustrate Ireland’s 
history and in doing so, directed readers to where each object was on public display.
2  The Rising was originally scheduled to take place on Easter Sunday, 23 April 1916 
but Eoin MacNeill issued a cancellation of ‘manoeuvres’ which led to the non-participation of 
many potential rebels. The countermand was only partly successful and caused confusion, es-
pecially outside Dublin. Consequently there was no Rising in Cork or Limerick. The dissidents 
delayed their plans by 24 hours and launched the Rising on Easter Monday, 24 April 1916.
3  The flag was returned by the British state to the Taoiseach Sean Lemass as gesture 
of reconciliation in 1966. Lemass formally presented the flag to the NMI in the hope that 
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it would be ‘preserved as one of the important relics of that important event of Irish history 
and as a source of inspiration to all who come to this museum’. (‘Exhibition Tells Story of the 
Rising: Post Office Flag on View’, Irish Times, 13 April 1966, 11.)
4  Connolly gave a copy of his Court Martial statement to his daughter Nora during 
the final family visit the night before his execution, which is on display in the pull-out drawer 
underneath the glass display case.
5  Bureau of Military History (1949): Witness Statement of Nora Connolly-O’Brien 
(WS286). http://www.bureauofmilitaryhistory.ie/reels/bmh/BMH.WS0286.pdf#page=1. 
Accessed 6 November 2017.
6  The items were originally on loan to the NMI from 30 April 1941 and include a por-
trait of James Connolly and a shirt and vest worn by James Connolly when he was wounded 
during Easter Week 1916. Both are stained with his blood. The loan register lists the lender 
as Nora Connolly O’Brien (daughter of James Connolly), 39 The Rise, Glasnevin, Dublin. 
NMI Archives: NMIAS.AI.EWL.0097.003.00034. Accessed 3 November 2017.
7  Bureau of Military History: Witness Statement of Peter Paul Gilligan (WS170). 
http://www.bureauofmilitaryhistory.ie/reels/bmh/BMH.WS0170.pdf#page=1. Accessed 6 
November 2017.
8  Bureau of Military History: Witness Statement of 2nd Lieutenant R. C. Barton 
(WS0979). https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/0B9JG21-1AMNPUTNhNGoxRFFqNnc. 
Accessed 16 January 2017.
9  Despite returning to duty immediately after receiving the wound on his arm dressed, 
Connolly received a much more severe injury to his ankle shortly afterwards that immobilized 
him for the remainder of the conflict, and up until his execution two weeks later.
10  Bureau of Military History (1949): Witness Statement of Nora Connolly O’ Brien 
(WS286). http://www.bureauofmilitaryhistory.ie/reels/bmh/BMH.WS0286.pdf#page=1. 
Accessed 6 November 2017.
11  NMI Archives: NMIAS.AI.EWL.0097.003.00034 (9). Accessed 3 November 
2017.
12  Bureau of Military History (1954): Witness Statement of Ina Connolly Heron 
(WS0919) http://www.bureauofmilitaryhistory.ie/reels/bmh/BMH.WS0919.pdf. Accessed 
6 November 2017.
13  Bureau of Military History: Witness Statement of 2nd Lieutenant R. C. Barton 
(WS0979). https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/0B9JG21-1AMNPUTNhNGoxRFFqNnc. 
Accessed 16 November 2017.
14  Tynan, Jane (2015) ‘The Unmilitary Appearance of the 1916 Rebels’, in Making 1916: 
Material and Visual Culture of the 1916 Rising, ed. Lisa Godson and Joanna Bruck. Liverpool: 
Liverpool University Press.
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